A secondary guy: Physically disabled teenagers in secondary schools Key words s Schools, occupational therapy s Adolescence s Phenomenological research Résumé Description générale. Cette étude avait pour but d'examiner les perceptions et les expériences d'adolescents ayant des déficiences physiques qui fréquentent des écoles secondaires régulières. L'étude portait particulièrement sur l'intégration sociale de ces jeunes et sur les facteurs qui agissent sur cette intégration. L'intégration sociale a été définie comme un sentiment d'appartenance au milieu scolaire. Méthodologie. Une approche phénoménologique a été utilisée pour examiner le point de vue des adolescents ayant des déficiences physiques. Sept élèves du secondaire ayant des problèmes de mobilité ont été interviewés à partir d'un guide d'entretien semistructuré.
many studies indicate that self-esteem is not a problem for young people with physical disabilities (King, Shultz, Steel, Gilpin, & Cathers, 1993; Stevens et al., 1996) , others concluded that they are likely to feel less competent in academics, athletics and social domains, including physical appearance, than their nondisabled peers ( Appleton et al, 1994) Many authors agree that extrinsic factors are most influential in determining integration, such as overprotective parents, a scarcity of role models, inadequate social opportunities, and ostracization by peers (Ballard, 1993; Kokkonen,Saukkonen, Timonen, Serlo, & Kinnunen, 1991; Pollock & Stewart, 1990) . The negative attitudes of nondisabled children have been identified as a significant obstacle to the integration of children with physical disabilities in regular schools (Karnilowicz , Sparrow, & Shinkfield, 1994; Llewellyn, 1995) . The participants in other qualitative studies of the experiences of physically disabled teenagers identified teasing and rejection by nondisabled peers (Mulcahey, 1992; Pollock et al., 1997) and bullying, in the form of verbal teasing and threats, spreading rumours, and physical hitting (Dawkins, 1996; Llewellyn, 1995) . Research indicates that physical attractiveness is a powerful determinant of attitudes towards people with disabilities (Hahn, 1993; Olkin & Howson, 1994) . As physical appearance has been identified as a salient factor in the acceptance or rejection of adolescents by their peers, it is probable that tolerance of physical differences will be low at this stage (Erwin, 1993) . Ballard (1993) maintained that just being ignored by others limits one's opportunities and experiences and indicates marginalization.
Several authors have attributed the social isolation that is experienced by many young people with disabilities in integrated schools to factors such as the inadequate knowledge of physical disability and the negative attitudes of education staff (Goodman & Yasumura, 1992; Lawrence, 1991) . Further, it has been suggested that some supportive services may actually foster segregation of students from their peers, such as transporting young people out of their communities to schools that are accessible (Bowd, 1992) .
Role of the occupational therapist
Occupational therapists traditionally focus on the whole person, and the factors that enable or prevent their clients from performing activities that are necessary for their well-being. Several theoretical models that underpin occupational therapy practice are based on the transactive relationship of the person, the environment and occupation (Christiansen & Baum, 1997; Keilhofner, 1995; Law et al., 1996) . In these models, change in any one part affects change in the others. Integral to these models is the importance of the client's viewpoint and goals.
T he integration of children with disabilities into their community schools has been a focus for occupational therapists for several decades. It is generally accepted that the primary reason for integration is to foster the social development of children with disabilities and their nondisabled peers (Kunc, 1992; Lord, Varzos, Behrman, Wicks, & Wicks, 1990) . There is, however, convincing evidence to suggest that adolescents with physical disabilities are limited in their social activities and relationships, and experience more social isolation than their peers without disabilities, both at school (Mulcahey, 1992) and in their communities (Pollock & Stewart, 1990; Stevens, et al.,1996) .
Adolescence is a time of transition from childhood to adulthood. It is within the role of student that the majority of adolescent developmental tasks are carried out (Mulcahey, 1992; Pellegrino, 1995) . As young people spend approximately six hours a day in school, the school community provides an important context for social development and prepares adolescents for integration into the larger community (Ballard, 1993; Grady, 1995) .
Defining social integration
Based on the literature, social integration can be defined as a sense of belonging achieved through acceptance by others and equal participation in mutually valued activities (Bowd, 1992; Kunc, 1992) . Stainback and Stainback (1990) described an inclusive school as "a place where everyone belongs, is accepted, supports, and is supported by his or her peers and other members of the school community in the course of having his or her educational needs met" (p.3).
Studies of social interaction between children with physical disabilities and their peers have produced equivocal results. Some have found that teenagers with physical disabilities experience more loneliness and isolation in schools than their nondisabled peers (Armstrong, Rosenbaum, & King, 1992; Lord et al., 1990; Mulcahey, 1992) . Other studies discovered that disabled young people reported good relationships at school but decreased contact with peers outside of school (Blum, 1991; Stevens et al., 1996) . Parmenter and Knox (1991) suggested that the school relationships reflected acquaintanceship rather than friendship.
Factors affecting integration
Research has identified two types of factors that affect integration of disabled adolescents into mainstream schools: intrinsic factors, that is, those pertaining to the disabled youths themselves; and extrinsic factors, that is, those found in the environment.
Intrinsic factors include deficits in self-esteem, social skills, and mobility of teenagers with physical disabilities (Ballard, 1993; Mulcahey, 1992) . Although the findings of tion services to physically disabled children. Participants were recruited on the basis of the following criteria:
• had an ambulation disability or required ambulation aids or a wheelchair; • attended regular classes in a secondary school; • were able to communicate their perceptions in an interview; • had the disability prior to attendance in the secondary school system; • had attended their present school for longer than one year; • had the consent of their parents or guardians for their participation in this study.
Students were excluded from the study if they became sick or hospitalized during the study, or if they had severe intellectual or behavioural disabilities.
Nine students were referred to the study on the basis of these criteria. Three of the nine refused to be involved when initially contacted by the researcher, and one reconsidered and entered the study. All of the participants had congenital conditions of cerebral palsy or spina bifida. They were all enrolled in regular classes and had been attending their schools for at least one year and three months. None of the participants had changed high schools. Only one person had been in a segregated class for learning disabilities for a period of time during the elementary school years. Three of the seven participants reported that there were no other students with a physical disability in their school. All of the participants were living at home with their parents. Three attended schools outside of their neighbourhoods because the local school was inaccessible to them. The participants were assigned pseudonyms to maintain their confidentiality. Characteristics of the sample are described in Table 1 .
Data collection
Semi-structured interviews were the primary method of data collection. Interview questions were pilot-tested with two secondary school students without disabilities to verify the clarity of the questions and the suitability of the terminology (see Appendix for interview questions). All inter-Occupational therapists are increasingly involved in providing school-based services to students with disabilities who attend regular schools. An important role for these therapists is to facilitate a student-environment fit that enables their clients to participate fully in the academic and social life of the school (Hemmingsson & Borell, 2000; Law & Dunn, 1993) . Research on the experiences of students with restricted mobility who attend regular secondary schools is limited (Hemmingsson & Borell, 2000; Jamieson et al. 2001) . Recent studies seem to focus on elementary (Orr & Schkade, 1997; Prellwitz & Tamm, 2000) or postsecondary age young people (Paul, 1999) or their academic performance (Dudgeon, Massagli & Ross, 1997) .
This study aimed to increase our understanding of the experiences of secondary school students who have a physical disability, from their own perspective. Specifically, the objective of the study was to identify and describe factors that limit and factors that promote social integration. The findings have implications for the practice of occupational therapy with physically disabled young people.
Method Design
This phenomenological study investigated physically disabled teenagers' perceptions of attending secondary schools with nondisabled peers. In the tradition of qualitative research, this approach is inductive rather than deductive, aimed at generating as opposed to testing hypotheses (Patton, 1990) . The approach is concerned primarily with the information that can be gained from narrative rather than numerical data, and from those directly experiencing the phenomenon of interest, in this case, school integration.
The third stage of coding differentiated factors as either intrinsic or extrinsic:
• intrinsic factors were those pertaining to the individual; and • extrinsic factors were those outside of the individual, in the environment.
During the fourth stage, concepts were grouped into categories, which appeared to pertain to a similar phenomenon. The categories were given a code name and defined. The categories were used to focus subsequent interviews and to code new data (Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) . The data were coded and re-coded as similarities and distinctions in the concepts and categories were identified. Categories were collapsed and renamed by reading the data in each category and relating it to other categories. Efforts were made to keep categories homogeneous within, but discrete from other categories. Krefting (1991) suggested that evidence should be provided for every statement from at least two sources to support the analysis and interpretation of the findings.
Interpretation of the findings involved searching for themes that crossed categories. The themes and their relationship to the findings are presented in the discussion chapter. Several strategies were used throughout the analysis process to develop themes and categories (Patton, 1990; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) : questioning; hypotheses testing; searching for disconfirming cases; charts and memos; member checking; literature consultation.
Trustworthiness in qualitative research is a comparable concept to reliability and validity in quantitative research, in that strategies must be incorporated to ensure the truth, views were conducted in private settings -six participants in their homes, and one at school. The interviews were audiotaped, and field notes were written immediately following the interview. Audiotapes and field notes were transcribed and verified within 48 hours of the interview.
Two or three interview sessions were required with each participant, to verify and expand on information obtained both within an individual's information and across the sample. The number of interviews with each participant was determined by the amount and depth of information obtained. Some of the students were able to offer insight into the topics more quickly than others; and some took longer to become comfortable with the researcher and the questions.
Analysis
The emphasis in the analysis was on discovering common themes pertaining to factors affecting school integration. The analysis was done in four stages. The first stage involved coding the data according to issues specifically raised in the interviews:
• limiting factors -factors interfering with the participants' feelings of belonging in the school; and, • promoting factors -factors that contributed to their feelings of belonging in the school.
The second stage involved open coding within these three categories to identify factors. Factors for this study were defined as "conceptual labels placed on discrete happenings, events, and other instances of phenomena" (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.61) . were less intelligent, as evident in Faith's comments: "When they're talking, some people I found talk to you different because I guess they think there's something wrong with your mind too." All of the participants talked about being teased, either verbally or physically, in elementary and early high school years. Another student, Brad, said:
I have a mild stroke on my left arm and my leg ... They laugh if my arm's up in a weird way or ... if I walk real funny ... The kids say mobie and weird names like that to me. The grade 12s grabbed a hold of me and they dragged me down and this one guy kicked me between the legs.
The reactions of the nondisabled students were attributed to a lack of knowledge about and experience with physical disability. "I think at times the reason disabled people might get ostracized by certain people is the other people aren't educated enough to realize what's going on," said David.
Inaccessible extracurricular activities
All of the participants identified inaccessibility of extracurricular activities, particularly athletics, as a limiting factor in their integration at school. There did not seem to be athletic activities in which students with physical disabilities could participate, in spite of the fact that athletics and athletes were regarded with such esteem by the student body. The sports seemed to be competitive to the extent that only those with excellent skills could play. Even being a part of a team did not seem to guarantee a feeling of full membership. David was involved with a school team as an official but did not consider himself a team member. "I'll sit down at my spare if some of them are there and I don't say too much because I'm not one of them really because if I was I'd be playing," he said.
Liam explained that he had been a member of the school track team but "got blown away" by the competition because his balance was limited by his disability. He attributed his failure partly to the fact that appropriate coaching to compensate for the balance problem was not available at his school: value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality of the results (Krefting, 1991) . The rigor of a qualitative study is achieved by including methods in the research process to achieve credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability to establish trustworthiness. Table 2 contains an overview of the strategies used to ensure trustworthiness in this study.
Findings
The results are described in two parts to reflect the objectives of the study: factors that limit social integration, and factors that promote social integration of physically disabled teenagers in secondary schools. The findings are summarized in Table 3 . Quotes from the data, using pseudonyms to identify participants, support the findings.
Factors limiting integration
This section describes the factors identified by the students that limited their integration, including both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Students in the study identified two extrinsic factors that limited their integration in their school communities: exclusionary peer reactions, and inaccessibility of extracurricular activities. Intrinsic factors, which received less emphasis, included physical limitations and self-exclusionary reactions of the participants themselves.
Extrinsic factors

Exclusionary peer reactions
The attitudes and behaviours of nondisabled peers were perceived by participants as presenting a barrier to social integration. All of the informants described experiences of being treated by some of their nondisabled peers as though they were younger or less competent. One of the students, Faith, said: "They talk to me like I'm really young ... It's mostly their tone of voice. Probably more than what they're saying is the way they're saying it." The students attributed negative peer behaviours to inaccurate beliefs among the nondisabled students that those with physical disabilities My balance. Like for throwing, like discus. If you've ever seen a discus thrower they use the spin. And because my balance isn't perfect I use an altered spin. They didn't have a teacher that knew about it or how to teach with it involved.
The participants painted a picture of schools whose athletic activities are prestigious but available mainly to those who are able-bodied. Team support roles are perceived as secondary to the players, and adequate supports and appropriate physical activities to enable these students to participate seemed to be lacking.
Intrinsic factors
Participants also identified two intrinsic factors that limited their experience of social integration: their own actual physical limitations, and their self-exclusion.
Physical limitations
Students spontaneously identified their actual physical limitations as barriers to social integration. Being slower than the other students in the school presented a problem for many of the disabled teenagers. Another student Catherine, said: "The fact that I take longer in the bathroom and take longer to get places ... you get all the criticism and nagging and teasing (from teachers and students)."
Although the physical disability was identified less frequently than other factors as a barrier to their social integration, the students reported that keeping up with their peers, involvement in both the curricular and extracurricular activities, and being able to match the nondisabled students in strength posed challenges for them.
Self-exclusion
Participants suggested that their own perceptions about physical disability made them feel that that they would not be accepted by other students. For example, David said that because he moved differently than his peers, he felt uncomfortable with the nondisabled students. He had a tendency to think that others would not want to include him because of discomfort with the disability. David said:
Every now and then you just think, you know, that people are going to see me like this and they won't want me hanging around with them, maybe they won't feel comfortable, all this stuff. And you wonder, my mind's always wondering what other people are thinking.
David confessed that he sometimes excluded himself from activities or blamed the disability rather than other characteristics that might be changed more easily.
I myself used to be more focused on the disability and internally blaming a lot of things on my disability. And I think that showed through sometimes externally. Just saying things like, Oh, I'm disabled … I don't think I should do that, or, You're just leaving me out because I'm disabled.
He attributed rejection by his peers to his own behaviour resulting from his frustration with the disability.
Any experiences I have like that (being teased) were experiences that I could be blamed for probably because I got so frustrated at times in elementary school that I lashed right out ... a lot to do with the disability. I mean I can't sit here and tell you that I've perfectly accepted it and everything.
Catherine blamed the disability for restricting her involvement in extracurricular activities, such as the school choir. Although she identified several factors that prevented her from joining this group, the salient factor seemed to be the challenge that the wheelchair would present to travelling with the choir. Catherine said: "They do a couple of gigs and they head off across the world. I wouldn't want to travel that much. Wheelchair in the middle of it ... That would really restrict me but that's another reason just to drop it. "
Having a physical disability prevented some of the students in the study from taking the physical education courses, in spite of the fact that they were interested in athletics and the courses were available to them. The anticipation of being seen as different deterred some of the young people from participating in the physical education programme. "I substituted (physical education) for another class ... I would have liked it but I also would have felt really different because they would have to change things so I could do them," said Faith. Not only did three of them avoid taking the course, but they did not expect that changes should be made to accommodate them. Holly said: "I can pretty much take all the classes except for phys.ed., which is kind of hard, but I wouldn't expect them to change the whole course just because of one student." Perceptions of social acceptance were influenced by personal reactions to the disability. Self-exclusion resulted from assumptions that others would feel uncomfortable with them.
Factors promoting integration
Students in the study also identified both intrinsic and extrinsic factors that promoted their social integration, that is, their acceptance by nondisabled students and their participation in school activities.
Intrinsic factors
The young people in this study described four strategies that allowed them to fit in with the other students: masking the disability, finding a niche, making fun of the disability, and educating peers. These efforts were aimed at decreasing the perception of difference between themselves and their peers; increasing contact and interaction with nondisabled peers; making the nondisabled students more comfortable with the disability; and increasing peer knowledge about their abilities. Some of the participants used all of these approaches; others just one or two.
Intrinsic factors were identified more frequently and explained in more depth than extrinsic factors. Further, there seemed to be a perception that the responsibility for becoming part of the school community rested with the participants themselves. David's comments reflected this theme:
The majority of people, I'd say about 95 percent of the students are able-bodied. They can function normally and the people that are designing these schools, the people that are running these schools are able-bodied. I don't expect that they're going to have the disabled in the front of their mind every time they do something. And most people have to be reminded about us because we aren't that many ...
Masking the disability
Liam stated that one of the factors that allowed him to be integrated in his school was his ability to mask his disability, or to draw attention away from the disability and towards other aspects of his life. Mask it basically is what I've done in a way. To me it seems like a masking compared to what it can be ... Just that I've been put down so much in the past that I've basically decided to play up other things in my life instead of the disability.
David's explanation reflected the desire of all of the participants that other people ignore their disability. "You start to want people to know who you really are and not focus on your disability and you're really dead set on people getting to know your personality ... want people to forget you have a disability," he said.
The participants avoided behaviours that drew attention to the disability, and acted as much like the other students as possible. Liam had discovered that conforming to group preferences in dress and music seemed to be helpful in drawing attention away from the disability. Liam said: "I've basically learned that people didn't accept me with the disability before, like in public school and even early high school. Now they get to know me with the heavy metal (music) and then they get to know me myself." Holly mentioned moving out of the wheelchair whenever possible as a way of masking the disability and fitting in with nondisabled peers. "Well, at lunch hour if they're all sitting at the table, I'll just grab another chair and sit in it, instead of sitting in the wheelchair," she said.
David explained that he was becoming more careful about how he expressed himself at school to avoid drawing attention to the disability. However, he acknowledged that the disability is an integral part of who he is:
At school when you start writing stuff or even when you are doing a debate, you have to be really careful because you like to draw on personal experience ... I'm careful to try and phrase things in a way that people won't think that I'm looking for self-pity ... It's (the disability) part of me, it's there. I can't go back and change it and that's who I am.
Liam even avoided letting his peers know about his accomplishments in sports for the disabled, in spite of the fact that he had reached national level competition. He said:
So the only way they'd know I'm involved in the sports for the disabled they'd read it through the papers. I don't really play that up much at school ... the kids could tease me or put down my sport saying it's not real sports or something.
Finding a niche
Another intrinsic factor that allowed students to fit in was their ability to identify an appropriate niche for themselves. David and Evan participated in school sports by officiating with the school hockey teams. Even though they were not able to participate on the sports field, this provided an opportunity for interaction with the athletes of the school. However, the young men perceived that the role they played on these teams was secondary to the players. Evan said: I did the time clock for them ... I guess I'm part of the team. I just got to hang around with the guys and go to the games and help out wherever I could ... I guess that kind of helps me because I get to meet different people and stuff.
Playing a position that no one else wanted to play was another way of becoming involved with the athletic activities. Liam explained that the other students were more willing to have him on their team when he volunteered to play an unpopular but essential role.
In physical education a lot of the times I'll be the last one to be picked ... but when we play floor hockey I'll be the first one to get picked ... Everybody else is reluctant to put on the pads because there's more glory in scoring. But I'll play net because I'm not as fast as the other kids so I just stay at home in the net.
The three participants who provided information in this category found a niche in playing a supporting, rather than primary, role with the athletic teams or playing a position that no one else was interested in. David's explanations of his relationships with the other members of the team highlight the peripheral place that he feels he occupies. "I'm not playing but I'm on the team and they don't tell me get lost or anything like that, but I don't hang around with them all the time so they can't say that I tag along or anything," he said.
Making fun of the disability
Another intrinsic factor that the students identified as promoting their integration was their use of self-deprecating humour. David suggested that jokes could be made "if you feel safe with the people around you". He related an incident about laughing with another student who referred to himself as "crippled" after dropping something on the floor.
Its funny you see ... And I think that's when I decided that people gotta be comfortable around me. I think it helps them and it helps me if they're comfortable and they can make remarks around me and I don't take offence to them, then I think that really helps towards fitting in.
Making fun of their own walking seemed to be a favourite topic for humour with both David and Holly. They told stories about their exchanges with some of the nondisabled students. Holly said:
Somebody'll do something really smart. "Well, you don't walk much, do you? Let me show you how its done", or something like that. And then they'd all laugh ... It's good to be like that though ... I'm normal. I can make jokes of it if I like to.
Educating peers
The importance of increasing the understanding of their nondisabled peers about the abilities of physically disabled students was expressed as a fourth factor that promoted social integration at school. David described two strategies that he used to educate the school population about the athletic ability of the students with physical disabilities. He wrote an article in the school newspaper to explain the game of sledge hockey and organized a sledge hockey game between his team and the school hockey team in which he played with the disabled athletes. Holly suggested that answering questions was a way of teaching friends about how to help her if she needed it, but that she did not like being helped more than necessary because it made her feel "useless". She explained that she had taught her friend not to help her any more than she needed, and that she now relied on that friend to let other students know that she was capable of doing most things for herself.
Extrinsic factors
Extrinsic factors that promoted the social integration of our student participants were not spontaneously forthcoming in the interviews. They were elicited only in response to probing questions related to staff and peer support.
Peer support
Participants maintained that when their peers were helpful and supportive, it allowed them to experience greater integration. They attributed some of this change to increasing peer maturity. "I guess since they've grown up they've learned to live with my disability so they don't see the disability as far as I know. They just look at me as the person sort of thing,"said Liam.
Staff support
The comments of the participants suggested that the efforts of the staff were focused on changing courses to accommodate them or encouraging them to join activities that are accessible. For example, Holly explained that the staff would change courses to accommodate students with disabilities, although neither she nor Faith wanted the physical education courses to be changed just for them. There was no indication that they received help with dealing with negative peer behaviours, developing social relationships, or that attempts were made to create equal opportunities for all students to participate in physical activities.
Discussion
This study explored the perceptions of teenagers with physical disabilities attending secondary schools in regular classes. In particular, the study focused on the factors that the participants believed influenced their integration at school. The discussion focuses on three themes that were prevalent among the factors affecting social integration: environmental barriers, accepting limited integration, and striving for conformity. The school environments of these students were not perceived as fully inclusive; the participants appeared to have accepted a superficial level of integration; and, they aspired to assimilation rather than integration. The themes support the conclusion that the teenagers tended to occupy a secondary place in the hierarchy of their school communities, challenging assumptions that integration goals in secondary schools are being met.
Environmental barriers
From the perspective of the students in this study, the school environment was not "inclusive ... a place where everyone belongs, is accepted, supports and is supported by his or her peers" (Stainback & Stainback, 1990, p.3) . The findings indicated that extrinsic factors presented the greatest barrier to integration. They provided little evidence of factors within the school that promoted integration for the participants. It could be argued that their school experiences reflected marginalization more than integration (Berry, 1984; Buell & Minnes, 1994) . Although physically disabled young people have the right to be educated in regular schools, environmental barriers, such as negative attitudes, inaccessible activities and lack of supports, may result in relegation to a secondary position relative to nondisabled students. Prellwitz and Tamm (2000) reported similar findings in their study of mobility restricted students in elementary school. They suggested that experiences of marginalization and exclusion were the outcome of not being able to move around their environment and interact with other children freely; and being teased and singled out as different.
According to the young people in this study, competitive athletic activities were the most popular and valued activities in their schools. Brasile (1990) asserts that "the nondisabled world has set the standards for normalization and in a sense promotes segregated recreational programs for those with physical and mental disabilities" (p.5). The participants' comments indicated that their schools did not offer sports activities in which all students could participate on an equal basis.
Teenagers with a physical disability are at a disadvantage in making the school teams and competing against nondisabled athletes. Having limited opportunity to join physical activities at school decreases the possibility for social interaction, the development of mutually valued interests, and the demonstration of physical competence (Resnick, 1984) . The school is thus an extension of a society that "reinforces narcissistic, competitive individualism with an emphasis on performance, achievement and productivity at the expense of relationships between young people" (Strax, 1991; p.509) .
The study participants did not emphasize their physical limitations as a barrier to social acceptance and participation in school activities. Pollock et al. (1997) also found little focus on physical limitations in a qualitative study comparing the play experiences of disabled and nondisabled teenagers. Many writers argue that the ability of people with disabilities to function effectively in their lives is influenced more by policies and structures than by physical limitations (Ballard, 1993; Slee, 1993) . If the school indeed values conformity, then those who cannot conform will be marginalized, unless there is explicit commitment to supporting relationships between groups. There was no perception by the students in this study that the schools had developed strategies for changing negative behaviours or facilitating social relationships between the disabled and nondisabled students.
If the activities in a school are organized for the majority skilled, nondisabled students, then perhaps the problem for disabled students is the absence of necessary knowledge and the willingness to adapt environments to accommodate all students. It has been noted that teachers did not necessarily have the training and expertise to create enabling environments for disabled adolescents (Lawrence, 1991; Slee, 1993) .
Accepting limited integration
The participants in this study seemed to accept a limited level of social integration. They did not expect that the environment should change to enable them to participate more fully and appeared resigned to their status in their schools. The participants' described their experiences of peer acceptance in terms of gestures of non-discrimination and acknowledgement more frequently than of friendships.
Although belonging to a peer group and having friends is an essential developmental need of adolescents (Shulman, 1993) , if an individual has experienced rejection or bullying by peers, even superficial positive interactions could induce some sense of belonging. This may be especially true for young people with physical disabilities who, socialized to accept society's expectations and norms concerning physical wholeness and competence, and influenced by their past experiences of peer behaviours, may have limited expectations of fully belonging to a group or having nondisabled friends ( (Hahn, 1993; Strax, 1991) . Other studies have found that young people with physical disabilities tended to overestimate the depth of their relationships with their nondisabled peers and have reported friendships that teachers and parents described as merely acquaintances (Blum, 1991; Stevens et al., 1996) .
The literature suggests that the quality of social relationships between teenagers is improved when there is contact on an equal basis (Erwin, 1993; Yuker, 1994) . However, the young men in this study who competed successfully in integrated sports outside of school appeared to accept a secondary role in the school athletic activities and did not seem to expect that sports should be available that everyone could play. Socialization and past experiences which suggest that being different means being less important may account for the attitude of some of the participants that the environment should not have to change to facilitate participation of disabled persons (Pollock et al., 1997; Strax, 1991) . Even teenagers attending a specially adapted secondary school expressed reluctance to demand accommodations and environmental changes that would enhance their ability to function more independently (Hemmingson & Borell, 2000) . In fact, there is evidence to suggest that elementary school age children with a physical disability tend to accept the stigmatizing labels conferred on them by their peers and take on the identity of a disabled person (Prellwitz & Tamm, 2000) . Clearly, the problem needs to be addressed before students enter secondary schools.
Striving for conformity
Although conformity is particularly important for attaining social acceptance in adolescence (Erwin, 1993; Strax, 1991) , physical and psychological conformity presents unique challenges for young people with physical disabilities. Physical conformity is an unrealistic goal, and psychological conformity potentially promotes denial of the disability, with subsequent negative implications for the development of self-identity (Appleton et al., 1994; Davis et al., 1991) .
The standard for conformity in this study, as in others, was the nondisabled students. This appears to change for adult disabled persons, who tend to associate more with other disabled people, particularly in self-help and disability activist groups. It may be that maturity allows greater self-acceptance and diversity. On the other hand, it may indicate abandonment of unsuccessful efforts to conform to nondisabled norms and gain the approval of nondisabled people.
Consistent themes expressed by the students were that the disability be as invisible as possible, that their interactions with their nondisabled peers be as normal as possible, and that others be made comfortable with the disability. Masking the disability, self-exclusion and making fun are all strategies that deny the disability and ignore an integral aspect of the individual, conceivably limiting optimum development (Appleton et al., 1994; Davis et al., 1991) . It has been suggested that adolescents with disabilities tend to share the dominant socio-cultural values and view physical disability in the same way that the majority do (Resnick, 1984; Strax, 1991) . If the school values conformity rather than diversity, as has been suggested, then young people with physical disabilities may perceive that attaining social acceptance is dependent on their ability to be like their nondisabled peers as much as possible. In fact, they may not choose to take part in activities even if accommodations are provided, if it is perceived that the adaptations emphasize their difference from their peers (Dawkins, 1996; Mulcahey, 1991) .
The students seemed to aspire to assimilation rather than integration, attempting to adapt to an environment which demanded uniformity, achievement and perfection, rather than diversity -an environment in which they had limited potential for conformity and full participation.
Implications for occupational therapists
The findings of this study suggest that there is a very important role for occupational therapists in developing inclusive schools and facilitating the social development of their young clients. It is clear that assessment and intervention strategies must start as early as the pre-school years, as the issues identified by the teenage participants were similar to those described by elementary age children with physical disabilities (Pollock et al., 1997; Prellwitz & Tamm, 2000) . Assessment tools such as the Canadian Occupational Performance Measure (COPM) which are based on theoretical models that include the social environment, as well as the goals and needs of the client, enable therapists to identify problems in the student-environment fit and develop strategies for reducing the gap (Keilhofner, 1995; Law et al., 1996; Law et al., 1994) . Educators, assistants, support staff, peers, parents and other professionals involved with the student should be included in the assessment process -for their input as well as their impact on the activities and perceptions of the student. As community activities are important in the development of teenage social skills and relationships, it is essential to assess their social and physical accessibility as well as those of the school.
Intervention strategies can be organized around changes in the environment, the student and occupations. The students in this study, as well as other authors (Jamieson et al., 2002) , suggested that disability education on both general and individual issues could be helpful in improving the attitudes and behaviours of peers and education staff towards persons with disability. Efforts in the larger community such as inclusive activities, workshops, and media releases aimed at raising awareness of the abilities of young people who move differently would also be beneficial. As pointed out by David in this study, structured activities that provide opportunities for demonstrating ability rather than disability, and that can be engaged in by everyone, can be effective in promoting social relationships between students with a mobility disability and their unrestricted peers. Advocating for inclusive environments for their young clients should be an inherent element of the occupational therapist's role in the school.
On the individual level, strategies for facilitating the development of social skills and relationships need to be initiated as early as possible. By the time students reach secondary school, self-identity and self-advocacy skills need to be developing positively to enable them to deal with the negative reactions of others and to handle difficult social situations. Hemmingson and Borell (2000) maintained that occupational therapists have the expertise to assist their clients to develop a positive self-identity and to become self-advocates, that is, to determine their own needs and strategies for obtaining the accommodations that would enable them to participate fully in their schools. Occupational therapists also have the skills to teach new ways of mastering the tasks that their clients need or want to do; and, therefore, the responsibility for providing consultation and training in this area to school staff. Students may be more inclined to participate in physical education classes and extracurricular activities if they had the skill training to be able to manage the requirements for success, even if they had to perform the tasks differently.
Occupational therapists are experts in adapting activities to enable people to do the things that are important to them. By consulting with their clients and the school staff to identify the activities that are challenging and develop alternative approaches, they can be effective in promoting an inclusive school. For example, if school staff had been cognizant of different methods of training young people to throw the discus, Liam may have been able to demonstrate the prowess he has developed in segregated athletic activities.
Limitations of the study
It is recognized that only the perspectives of the participants themselves were reflected and cannot be generalized to other populations or contexts. The small sample size and limited time spent in the field, as well as the hesitancy of teenagers to share intimate and potentially painful personal insights with an unfamiliar adult, undoubtedly limited the depth of information obtained. It may also be difficult to separate the impact of other disabilities and issues on their school experiences and perceptions. However, the process did raise relevant issues and questions relating to a topic that is under-researched. Further research is needed to increase our understanding of the social environment in schools and the experiences of young people with physical disability. Including the perspectives of parents and school staff in a larger study would provide more insight into the complex nature of social integration for these teenagers. Relevant occupational therapy assessment instruments and intervention strategies need to be refined and tested.
Summary
I approached the (hockey team) about being a statistician because I really wanted to get involved in the team. This is probably the closest without playing actually that I could ... Plus I'm doing work for them too, so I'm useful and that's a good way to get involved … And it really gives me a chance to be one of the guys finally. A secondary guy but one of the guys none the less, said David.
For the participants in this study, belonging in their school communities seemed to involve accepting the secondary role ascribed to them. The themes of environmental barriers, accepting limited integration, and striving for conformity suggest clearly that physically disabled students may occupy a secondary place in the school community, rather than experiencing full integration.
It has been well-documented that optimal development of self-identity and social maturity is dependent on experiencing reciprocal relationships, and on opportunities to participate on an equal basis with peers. Spending five or six hours a day in an environment oriented toward skilled, nondisabled students reinforces the perception that the disability is a problem (Appleton et al., 1994; Strax, 1991) . The right to attend regular schools must be accompanied by appropriate supports if physically disabled young people are to avoid a secondary place in their school communities. Occupational therapists have the opportunity, expertise and responsibility to be instrumental in the process of ensuring that schools are inclusive and that their young clients are capable of participating fully.
